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Sh’ma Now

Lech lecha / Take yourself & go

ֶל�-ְל�
How do we face the unknown?

The Way Forward
Menachem Creditor 

Abraham was a traveler on a liberating path 
marked by potholes. He was commanded by God: 
“Lech lecha. Go. Go to yourself. Leave who you were 
behind, everything and everyone you’ve known.” 
(Genesis 12:1, paraphrased) God’s command is 
deeply personal. And each time we, Abraham’s 
children, revisit that divine imperative, it plunges 
us yet again into an unknown future. More than 
that: The sacred call to journey forth is accom-
panied, every time, by real risk, and without the 
fortifying mixture of faith and trust — faith that 
the future might hold blessing, trust that the loss 
of the familiar is worth the risk — we stand to 
lose ourselves as we seek ourselves.

The essential question, then, is: How do we culti-
vate the necessary faith and trust for the curved 
path ahead? In an ever-changing world defined 
by string theory’s truths of pervasive imperma-
nence, proof that even solids slowly and inexora-
bly vibrate and change, in what might we place 
our faith? Given the vulnerability of the very 
earth we call home, how can we trust that the 
ground upon which we stand will endure? 

Our answer, one possibility among many, is a 
sacred prescription for life: Be brave. Take a deep 
breath in. Breathe it out. Look into the eyes of 
the next person you see, and imagine that the 
image of the divine is what they see in yours. 
Every human connection holds the possibility 
of deepening our faith in the future, despite its 
unknowability. Yes, we may be disappointed, but 
every new friend is a promise, every relationship 
an investment. Faith in each other is the way for-
ward. Without that faith, we revert to the lonely 
state that caused God’s realization: “it is not good 
for a person to be alone.” (Genesis 2:18)

Lech lecha is a call to each of us: Begin the journey. 
Sacred discovery is the way: Go forth together. En-
counter loss; encounter birth. Be the individual 
you are and that you are meant to be. Unfold. 
Share your intense self, that holy spark, with 
another, and then another, until the light 

emanating from every soul illuminates the world. 
God tells Abram (Abraham’s name before the 
establishment of the covenant) to trust, to set out. 
But who is Abram to be selected in the first place? 
What makes any one of us worthy to be entrusted 
with the future? The biblical text offers little 
explanation of Abram’s background, his personal 
qualities, that which made him deserving of such 
attention. And so the rabbis, in typical fashion, 
embellish the story, perhaps revealing some of 
their own sacred discontent with staying still. 
(Just as likely, the rabbis are making sense of their 
own exilic reality by finding creative ways of 
identifying forced Jewish rootlessness with Abra-
ham’s blessed wanderings.) One such midrash 
suggests that, previous to the sacred call, Abram 
was like a corked bottle of perfume, outer calm 
concealing an inner disquiet. But with God’s dis-
rupting call, Abram’s glorious scent emerges. 

The blessing we each contain meets the air only 
when we, like Abraham, are in motion. Within us 
is enormous potential, waiting to be shared, wait-
ing to infuse an uncertain future with unknown 
blessings. Even in those moments that hold us 
still, whether we are scared or at peace, the inner 
vibration of the human soul invites us forward.

With no covenant established yet, Abram dis-
plays the quality of someone who takes chances. 
And that first step is what our steps are every 
time we stop to consider: steps away from the safe 
and the sure. 

Potholes are rarely celebrated. They appear, 
sometimes, to obstruct the liberating path paved 
before us — especially if we see them as stum-
bling blocks, a jolt rather than an indication of 
accumulated wisdom left by yesterday’s travelers. 
But the bumpiest road might also be the most 
potentially redemptive. 

Rabbi Menachem Creditor is the spiritual leader of 
Congregation Netivot Shalom in Berkeley, Calif., chair 
of Rabbis Against Gun Violence, and the author of 
And Yet We Love: Poems. He is a contributor to the 
Huffi  ngton Post and the Times of Israel.



Leora Kling Perkins: As a rabbinical student 
living in Israel for the year, I knew that I would be 
frustrated by the religious discrimination against 
non-Orthodox Jews. Orthodox authorities control 
marriages, divorces, and conversions, and even bar 

women from performing the national anthem at military gather-
ings (because of the prohibition against hearing a woman’s singing 
voice). And, personally, I sometimes feel uncomfortable wearing 

my kippah out on the street. Most 
Israelis do not understand that a 
place exists between Orthodoxy 
and secularism. What I did not 
expect, however, was how up-
lifted and inspired I would be 
to see recent changes that have 
happened here.

In Israel, I have attended cel-
ebrations of Jewish learning 
and culture, which included, 
among other things, Torah study, 
comedy based on Jewish texts, 
and music drawn from biblical 
stories. Along a new path near my 
apartment is a cultural potpourri 
of artwork combining images 
from modern secular life with 
biblical quotes. And, just recent-
ly, Israeli courts ruled that Ortho-
dox mikvaot must allow Reform 
and Conservative conversions. 
In terms of religious pluralism, 
we are starting to make progress. 
I can begin to imagine reaching 
the Promised Land.

Leora Kling Perkins is a rabbinical  
student at the Jewish Theological  
Seminary. She is spending this 
year in Israel studying and serving 
as a rabbinic fellow at Tru’ah: The 
Rabbinic Call for Human Rights 
(truah.org).
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NiSh’ma

Gail Twerksy Reimer: The Hebrew name for 
the Book of Numbers, Sefer Bamidbar, as Avivah 
Zornberg observes, literally means “in the wilder-
ness.” Yet Michael Walzer describes the journey as 
moving “through the wilderness.” The difference 

between the two is not insignificant. Walzer underscores the differ-
ence by labeling the movement through the wilderness as “march-
ing” rather than the traditional “wandering.” For the marcher, 
the wilderness is nothing more 
than a place to pass through; 
for the wanderer, it is a place 
to roam about. Marchers move 
with purpose. Fixated on a par-
ticular goal, they are unaware 
of what they ignore, trample, 
or destroy enroute. Wanderers, 
in no hurry to get somewhere, 
move about with a heightened 
awareness of their surround-
ings. Marchers rarely hear 
anything but the stamping of 
their own feet, whereas wan-
derers often listen carefully to 
the sounds and silences of the 
wilderness. The eyes of march-
ers are always trained forward; 
the wanderer is forever looking 
around, discovering paths, and 
exploring trails that lead in un-
foreseen directions. 

I’ve been a marcher for most of 
my life. It is tempting, as I move 
into a new chapter, to rush 
toward a next thing. Instead, 
I’ve given myself permission to 
wander, wonder, and delight in 
the unexpected.

Exodus and Revolution 
by political theorist and author Michael Walzer

NiSh’ma — let us hear — is our simulated Talmud page. Here, we offer four takes on the notion — 
the merits — of wilderness. Please visit http://bit.ly/1pNvSJQ and join the discussion about wilder-
ness. Our online version is new and interactive, and welcomes your comments. —S.B.

Gail Twersky Reimer is the 
founder and recently retired 
executive director of the Jewish 
Women’s Archive (JWA.org). 
She is co-editor, with Judith 
A. Kates, of two anthologies 
of Jewish women’s writings — 
Reading Ruth: Contemporary 
Women Reclaim a Sacred 
Story and Beginning Anew: 
A Woman’s Companion to the 
High Holy Days. She is currently 
enjoying writing and wandering.

“What the Exodus first taught [was]… 
that wherever you live, it is  

probably Egypt … [and] ‘the way to the 
land is through the wilderness.’”

Sharna Cohen: Lying on a gurney, I felt the 
room suddenly fill with a cold dread. “This time, it’s 
not a cyst; it’s a tumor.” In that instant, I was cast into 
a swirling “wilderness” of fear and a vast unknown.

The uncertainties multiplied after that initial diagnosis. The pros-
pect of suffering loomed large, as did the worry about loss: time, 
capacity, my body (as I knew it), my family, my life.

The metaphor of “journey” in reference to a cancer experience has 
become trite. Yet, I had embarked on a long, daunting process — 
and to what destination — remission? That was largely beyond 
my control. 

The “land” I discovered, remarkably, was myself. When I connected 
to a calm(ish)-centered core and trusted my better instincts, I found 
I could cope. With such difficult treatment ahead, when I focused 
only on the next few steps, I could get through each day. When I 
was stuck on the couch for months, sidelined and feeling so alone, 
it helped to pick up the phone and connect. Awake in the night, 
overwhelmed by a wrenching sadness at the thought of dying and 
leaving behind my daughters, I remembered to breathe, I’d pick 
up a crossword puzzle and those crushing feelings would ease. 

I’m lucky to have passed through this particular “wilderness.” I’m 
cancer-free. But, in living, no doubt, there will be other excursions 
through the terrain of fear and uncertainty. How reassuring to have 
a tested map in my back pocket.

Sharna Cohen lives in Toronto and finds meaning in coordinating a 
free, walk-in counseling service and in supporting people through 
infertility, as well as through a number of volunteer endeavors.
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Going Forth 
Despite My Fear
Leah Solomon 

On my fi rst trip to Bethlehem a de-
cade ago, I was not afraid; I was full 
of curiosity, eager to experience the 
unknown. Just fi fteen minutes from 
Jerusalem, our group of Jewish lead-
ers entered a foreign world. There, 
we spent two days with Encounter, 
a nonpartisan educational organiza-
tion, listening to Palestinian activists 
and leaders. 

I felt the sting of injustice as I sat 
with a family in their home, sur-
rounded on three sides by the tower-
ing separation barrier. Listening to a 

speaker I found inspiring, I struggled 
as he stated that throwing stones at 
Israeli tanks constituted a nonviolent 
act, given the power imbalance. I 
awoke to the deafening call of a mu-

ezzin in the home of a warm Palestin-
ian family who could have been my 
friends in a different reality. 

For one moment, I did experience 
fear: Walking in downtown Beth-
lehem, we passed a group of Israeli 
soldiers. In Jerusalem, the soldiers’ 
omnipresence made me feel safe; 
here, it felt jarring, almost threaten-
ing. It was the fi rst time I’d felt afraid 
hearing Hebrew, which until then 
had evoked only familiarity, comfort, 
and holiness. 

I was not afraid for my physical 
wellbeing. But as I saw the soldiers 
through the eyes of our Palestinian 
hosts, I felt the fear of vulnerability. 

I imagined articulating my tangled 
feelings about these teenagers — de-
votedly protecting my people while 
unwittingly, reluctantly (or, perhaps, 
willingly) oppressing another people 
— and I was troubled by my ambiva-
lence about their role. 

God tells Abraham, “Go forth from 
your land, from your birthplace, from 
your father’s house.” (Genesis 12:1) 
The order here seems counterintui-
tive: When you leave for a journey, 
you leave fi rst your home, then your 
birthplace, and fi nally your land — 
not the other way around.

My experiences listening to Palestin-
ians have taught me the wisdom of 
that reversed order. When journeying 

to a new land, we see fi rst its 
all-encompassing foreignness; we 
experience having left our land. As 
we go deeper, details come into focus, 
highlighting sharp contrasts with the 
particulars of our lives: our birthplace, 
our parents’ homes. We are compelled 
to reexamine our relationships with 
our families and communities.

As this other “land” and people have 
become more familiar, I’ve begun to 
grapple more with my “birthplace” 
and my “parents’ home,” as well as 
my own relationships, commitments, 
and values.

The Israeli-Palestinian confl ict is 
arguably the most urgent and painful 
challenge facing the Jewish people. 
The vitriolic discourse around the 
confl ict has made me afraid to speak 
openly and venture forth into the 
terrifying realm of profound disagree-
ment with people I love.

Yet, the more I travel these roads, the 
more I am convinced that as Jews we 
must learn to speak constructively 
across our own ideological chasms if 
this confl ict is ever to be transformed. 
Diffi cult as it is, I am so grateful to be 
on this journey.

Maybe the 
Opposite Is True
Steven Aftergood

When a young child is terrifi ed of the 
dark, we may consider it “childish,” 
since we know such fear usually has 

“Move yourself forward, 
meaning, [move] to 
yourself, to your true 
source…and…you shall 
fi nd yourself.” 

— Mordechai Yosef Leiner, a Hasidic 
thinker in the fi rst half of the 1800s, 

best known for his writing, HaShiloach
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Leah Solomon is regional director in the 
Jerusalem offi ce of Encounter, a nonpartisan 
educational organization seeding more 
constructive Jewish engagement with the 
Israeli-Palestinian confl ict. She has worked 
since 1997 in the fi eld of experiential, 
pluralistic Jewish education, most recently as 
associate director of the Nesiya Institute.

Jewish Sensibilities are approaches to living and learning that permeate Jewish 

culture. The ideas, values, emotions, and behaviors they express, emanating 

from Jewish history, stories, and sources, provide inspiration and guidance 

that help us to respond creatively and thoughtfully to life’s challenges and 

opportunities. Sensibilities are culturally informed lenses or memes, and after 

this month exploring lech lecha — take yourself and go, Sh’ma Now will explore 

simcha — fi nding joy in a complex world and shevirah — embracing imperfection.



no basis in reality. Yet, even as adults, 
we sometimes fi nd ourselves in the 
same posture as the child, confront-
ing the boundaries of what we know 
with anxious uncertainty about what 
lies beyond. 

If we can improve our comprehension 
of the world we live in, we will be bet-
ter equipped to deal with real hazards 
and freed from imaginary ones. 

How might we address such insecuri-
ties in ways that best preserve our 
safety, our integrity, and our values? 

We might learn something from how 
intelligence agencies — government 
organizations responsible for antici-
pating and evaluating threats to the 
nation —train analysts to assess risk. 
A competent intelligence analyst is 
obliged to strive for the clearest possi-
ble understanding of potential threats 
calmly and dispassionately, setting 
aside personal prejudice, received 
opinion, or political preference. And 
he or she must often act on the basis 

of incomplete, 
ambiguous, or 
even contra-
dictory infor-
mation.
This mental 
discipline 

is necessary because the human 
capacity to perceive and understand 
external reality is naturally limited. 
We see and hear only a slice of the 
electromagnetic or auditory spectrum, 
and then we place added weight on 
what is familiar or expected. Our 
ability to think rationally is further 
constrained by our diffi culty in keep-
ing more than a few facts in mind at 
the same time. Our thought processes 
are dominated by patterns, or mind-
sets, that make it easier to reach swift 
decisions in familiar circumstances, 
but that make it harder to recognize 
or assimilate unexpected facts. We are 
more likely to grant a presumption 
of trustworthiness to those who look 
and act like us than to those who 
appear different.

“Information that is consistent with 
an existing mind-set is perceived 
and processed easily and reinforces 
existing beliefs,” writes intelligence 
offi cer Richards J. Heuer Jr. in a CIA 
monograph, Psychology of Intelligence 
Analysis. “Because the mind strives 
instinctively for consistency, infor-
mation that is inconsistent with an 
existing mental image tends to be 
overlooked, perceived in a distorted 
manner, or rationalized to fi t existing 
assumptions and beliefs.”

In order to overcome such subcon-
scious barriers to accurate perception 
and understanding, a conscious and 
determined effort is needed, although 
even that may not be suffi cient. 
Heuer’s work describes a variety of 
methodologies — such as “thinking 

backwards” from an unexpected out-
come to understand its preconditions 
— that professional analysts can use 
to achieve greater clarity and insight.

After the 1973 Yom Kippur War, 
Israeli military intelligence offi cials 
established an analytical unit nick-
named “Ipcha Mistabra,” using the 
talmudic expression meaning “on 
the contrary” or “the opposite is 
true.” The purpose of the unit was 
“to demonstrate that it is possible to 
reach differing conclusions from the 
same intelligence data,” and thereby 
to instill humility and caution in the 
intelligence process. 

In fact, it is rarely if ever the case that 
the exact opposite of an initial assess-
ment is correct. What is true is that 
when viewed with greater attention 
and critical insight, threats to secu-
rity often assume a different, more 
nuanced meaning. We may come to 
realize that an adversary’s hostile be-
havior has roots in domestic confl ict 
and is only incidentally directed at 
us. We may learn that some confl icts 
can be averted by a show of force, 
while others require conciliatory ges-
tures. We may discover that while we 
were preoccupied with other crises, 
we were unwittingly sowing the seeds 
of catastrophic global climate change. 

What does this mean for us in prac-
tice? Expanding our awareness of the 
world as well as considering diverse 
perspectives may help us to adapt 
more skillfully to an unknown future.

A beginning chess player, focused on 
the chessboard, will typically seize 
any opportunity to capture an op-
ponent’s pieces. A more experienced 
player, recognizing that every action 
can have favorable or unfavorable 
repercussions several moves ahead, 
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“The course of life is unpredictable …no one 
can write his autobiography in advance.”

— Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel

Art by Siona Benjamin
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will proceed more strategically. It is 
that quality of attentiveness to con-
sequences and awareness of possible 
alternate paths that we should aim  
to achieve.

Studying a foreign language, immers-
ing ourselves in another culture (or 
in the deeper reaches of our own), or 
exploring unfamiliar points of view 
in political or religious matters are 
simple steps that can shift our per-
spectives and reveal unsuspected new 
directions forward.

Security is not simply a matter of 
locks or guards; it has a cognitive 
dimension. Our ability to face the 
unknown will depend greatly on how 
we think.

In Defense 
of Carelessness
Ruby Namdar

Sixteen years ago, on a beautiful, 
bright, cold day, I stood on the bank 
of the Hudson River, hand-in-hand 
with Carolyn, the woman I loved, 
and had what turned out to be the 
most important conversation of 
my life. Little did I know that this 
pleasant afternoon stroll would mark 
the beginning of my grand journey 
— a journey that would redefine my 
relationship to myself, my Israeliness, 
my Jewish identity, my language, and 
my career as a writer. It was the last 
day of winter break. I was supposed 
to return to Jerusalem the next day, 
having spent ten enchanted days 
with Carolyn, who is now my wife 
and the mother of my daughters. Our 
romantic saga was long and eventful, 

and led to this moment on the river’s 
edge, when we decided that I would 
return to New York to see if our life 
together would work. That moment, 
shrouded in the shimmering veils 
of nostalgia, was not a moment 
of certainty or a moment of full 
consciousness. I suspect now that 
many of the formative moments of 
our individual and collective history 
are the same — their gravity is 
recognized only in hindsight, as their 
consequences, rewards, and costs 
become evident. 

My first months in New York were 
filled with the joy of newfound  
love, my sense of adventure, and  
the intoxicating whiff of  
carelessness accompanying a decision 
made without overthinking  
the consequences.

As a Hebrew writer — one whose 
prose is as much about the fabric of 
the Hebrew language as it is about 
the story, plot, or characters — it 
could have been self-destructive to 
embrace such an adventure. I should 
have asked myself whether I was 
dooming myself to marginality and 
putting my most precious asset, the 
command of the Hebrew language, 
at risk by moving to a non-Hebrew 
environment and living my everyday 
life in English. But I did not ruminate 
on these questions — so in love was I. 
Rather, I acquiesced to the adventure 
and allowed myself to bask in it, 
putting off all “serious” concerns for 
a later time.

This semi-deliberate negligence, the 
irrational refusal to reflect on my 
situation and its future, defines for me 
the essence of the grand journey I’ve 
always associated with the Odyssey, or 
the great nomadic sagas of the Bible 
and every other mythological quest. 

Letting go of one’s deliberate sense 
— the illusion of having full control 
over one’s fate and decisions — seems 
to be the engine that moves any truly 
significant journey forward.

I have built a full life in New 
York, one that I could not have 
predicted sixteen years ago. I find 
myself redefining my relationship 
to my Jewishness, my sense of 
community, and my identity. Most 
important, perhaps, was my new 
linguistic reality: I could not take 
my Hebrew dexterity for granted, 
and I had to consciously work 
hard to preserve it in its depth and 
“purity.” One morning, I awoke in 
a panic, realizing that I had dreamt 
in English the night before. And I 
had to accommodate a new reality 
into my Hebrew writing, describing 
colors, textures, and gestures that are 
not usually associated with Hebrew 
literature. But I never regretted my 
deliberate “carelessness” — my choice 
not to overthink the consequences of 
my decision, but instead to give in to 
adventure and let it carry me where 
it may.
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Steven Aftergood directs the project on 
government secrecy at the Federation of 
American Scientists.

Ruby Namdar, a New York based Hebrew 
writer, is the author of HaBayit Asher 
Necherav (The Ruined House), which won the 
2015 Sapir Prize, Israel’s most prestigious 
literary award.
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Please visit http://bit.ly/1XTAcle to fi nd “Consider and Converse,” a guide that walks you through this 
issue, inspires refl ections, prompts questions, and provides ways to connect this reading with more 
meaningful experiences.

Sh’ma Now
Susan Berrin

The journal that you are reading, 
Sh’ma Now, is the result of nearly 
two years of experimentation, during 
which  Sh’ma charted its own path 
through the wilderness. Sh’ma Now 
will be published as a monthly four-
page insert in the Forward. 

Each month, Sh’ma Now will offer a 
distilled “conversation” focusing on 
a “Jewish sensibility”— approaches 
to living drawn from the richness 
of Jewish sources, texts, philosophy, 
and experience.  In curating each 
issue, I will bring together an array of 
voices — always guided by a com-
mitment to elu v’elu, the notion that 
both “these and these” are the words 
of God.

Sh’ma Now will continue to raise per-
plexing questions as we attempt to 
navigate the intellectual and spiritual 
challenges of contemporary Juda-
ism. Many of our issues will address 
large universal concerns through a 
focused Jewish lens. To address the 
complexity of Jewish ideas and how 
they inform our actions, I will curate 
a collection of concise, accessible, in-
telligent, and informative essays — as 
well as commentaries on our Talmud 
page, NiSh’ma — that offer a wide 
array of opinions.

To read more about Sh’ma Now’s 
journey, please go to forward.com/
shma-now/about/.
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